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ABSTRACT

Purpose: To relate data regarding gender, age and length of time on the job with voice symptoms and the results of vocal evalua-
tion of teleservice operators. Methods: A quantitative retrospective analysis was carried with 404 medical records regarding perio-
dic evaluations of employees from bank institutions with owned headquarters contained in the files of a company of occupational
medicine, 259 women, 145 men, with ages between 18 and 53 years (mean 30.48). The study had a descriptive exploratory design.
Results: Women presented greater quantity of voice symptoms (mean 1.69) and voice alterations (n=33; 12.7%) than men (mean
1.12; n=6; 4.1%). No difference was found between the amount of voice symptoms and the auditory-perceptive evaluation when
related to age and length of time on the job. Employees with neutral voices (n=365; 90.35%) presented lesser symptoms (1.41) than
employees with non-neutral voices (n=39; 9.65%; mean 2.21). Thirty-four (87.2%) of the 39 employees with non-neutral quality
of voice presented laryngopharyngeal resonance, and 21 (53.8%) presented low pitch. Operators with moderate voice alteration
presented increased loudness when compared to the operators with discreet alteration. Conclusion: Women present greater rate
of voice symptoms and disorders. There is no relationship between the increase of age and length of time performing teleoperator
functions with the increase of the number of symptoms and vocal alterations. Alterations of pitch, loudness and resonance are

related to alterations on the quality of voice.
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INTRODUCTION

The speech language therapy practice with teleservice ope-
rators and the search for improvement in occupational health
are gaining space and projection in our country over the last
years, due to expansion of this segment in the labor market. It
was recently approved Appendix I of Regulatory Norm (RN)
17 about teleservice work, which enacts that all operating and
managing workers must receive training that provides learning
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the work-related illnesses, as well as their causes and effects
that may be related to the vocal duties'”.

According to the Brazilian Association of Teleservices
(“Associacdo Brasileira de Teleservicos - ABT), in recent years
the sector has achieved 235% growth, becoming one of the
largest employers in the country. The main contractor is the
sector of financial services and 25.4% of companies have over
five hundred workstations. Most operators are females (76.8%)
and time of training before beginning work is generally 4.4
weeks. Approximately 74% of these workers have the secon-
dary level of education and 22% are university graduates®.

The teleservice operator generally belongs to a young po-
pulation, aged between 20 and 40, who has just completed high
school or is attending college®. Currently, some companies
have invested in their own call centers and have adopted career
plans to the operators. This means that older professionals are
already in the market, with more time in the function and, in
many cases, with higher education.

Company-owned call centers, in general, provide better
working conditions and better salary to the telemarketers.
However, research does not explain or differentiate these
professionals according to their place of work (owned or
outsourced call centers)“>.
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In this study, it is believed that this differentiation is crucial,
because the working conditions can be directly related to the
vocal health of the operator. Therefore, it is not possible to have
a generalized profile of this group of professionals. During the
speech language therapy session at the stage of diagnosis, it is
essential to understand the realities and specific needs of the
organization. The physical environment requires a thorough
analysis, since it may determine the success of a teleservice
center or be the major generator of problems®. Therefore, this
research is justified and becomes relevant, since it contributes
to the discussion about the role of speech language therapy
with teleservice operators.

Companies have sought excellence in quality of services for
clients, as well as quality of life for the telemarketer. Currently,
teleservice is an area of much value, as a proper communication
with the client can contribute to build the good image of the
company. The telemarketer, without the aid of body and facial
communication, depends exclusively on the voice to captivate
the client and achieve the proposed goal®©.

In a recent study, a survey of twenty-five thousand vocal
assessments was conducted by a company of occupational
health and it was concluded that teleservices operators have
more voice disorders in periodic examinations than in admis-
sion examinations”. In an international study, it was concluded
that the operator has twice the chance to present one or more
vocal symptoms than those who do not perform this function®.
This may occur due to the fact that these professionals know
very little about the professional use of voice, using negative
habits frequently (such as lack of proper hydration and insu-
fficient vocal rest)®?.

Studies show some of the probable factors related to occu-
pational voice disorders, such as inadequate ergonomic condi-
tions, poor room acoustics, excessive voice demand, improper
vocal habits, stress and mental exhaustion'%'¥. Thus, there are
studies that show the importance of vocal training activities for
operators'>'9_ A recent study assessed the occurrence of vocal
symptoms before and after an eight-week vocal training pro-
gram to teleservice operators. Participants were compared to
a control group, composed of operators who did not attend the
training, but also answered a questionnaire on the occurrence
of vocal symptoms on both occasions. The authors concluded
that there was no reduction of symptoms in the experimental
group after training; however, the control group (untrained)
had a higher number of symptoms after eight weeks, indica-
ting that the training program can be helpful in preventing the
accumulation or exacerbation of vocal symptoms”.

Some of the vocal symptoms and complaints most referred
by the operators are vocal fatigue, throat discomfort, throat cle-
aring and hoarseness, which may cause laryngeal alterations or
enhance the possibility of vocal destabilization®!?, In addition,
a tense vocal production, hypernasal resonance, pharyngola-
ryngeal resonance and high intensity levels can cause the client
to have a negative impression of the operator'®. Therefore,
getting to know better the profile of teleservice operators may
contribute to design the speech language therapy’s role with
these professionals and to create specific vocal health programs
for different groups, according to their needs.

The goal of the present study was to relate occupational
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data referring to gender, age and length of time in the function
with voice symptoms and perceptual voice analysis of tele-
service operators, employees of bank institutions’ owned call
centers, considering that the environment and work conditions
can be directly related to the development of voice symptoms
and disorders.

METHODS

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of
the Centro de Estudos da Voz — CEV (No. 0215/07). It is a
retrospective analysis of 404 charts referring to periodical
evaluations of employees of bank institutions with owned
call centers, which appeared in the archives of a occupational
medicine company. The study had quantitative analysis and a
descriptive exploratory design. The director of the company
provided informed consent. All research was in accordance
with the Resolugdo Brasileira do Conselho Nacional de Saiide.

As inclusion criteria, the charts should be related to te-
leservice operators of bank institutions’ owned call centers,
with complete data of identification, age, time in the function,
relation of vocal signs and symptoms and data of perceptual
assessment of voice. All operators should have at least six
months in the function. The vocal assessment should have
been conducted by the speech therapist employed in the occu-
pational medicine company, with proven experience in Voice
(voice specialist or master degree). We excluded charts with
incomplete information and also from individual working as
lead operators or supervisors, and operators of outsourced
call centers).

In each chart, there was a relation of the ten most frequent
symptoms reported by voice professionals, and the operators
could mark as many options as they considered necessary, ac-
cording to their complaints. The options included hoarseness,
voice loss, pain or burning to speak, fatigue or effort to speak,
dry throat, throat clearing, burning in the chest or stomach,
neck and shoulders tension, rhinitis or allergies, laryngitis,
pharyngitis or sinusitis.

Regarding the perceptual evaluation, we analyzed the
following parameters: voice quality, voice type, degree of
disorder, resonance, pitch and loudness. The evaluation data
were statistically compared with data from signs and symp-
toms, age and time in the function. For statistical analysis, we
used the nonparametric tests of Mann-Whitney and Kruskal-
Wallis for comparing two variables, and Chi-square to see if
the two variables and their levels had statistical dependence.
We adopted a significance level of 0.05.

RESULTS

The results show that females had a greater number of vocal
symptoms (1.69) than males (1.12), with statistical difference
(p<0.001). In addition, there were differences when comparing
variables of gender and voice quality (p=0.005), with more
females with non-neutral voice quality (altered voice) than
males (Table 1).

There was no relation between number of symptoms, age,
time in the function and data from perceptual assessment (Ta-
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Table 1. Relation between gender and number of symptoms/voice quality

Symptoms Voice quality
Gender
Average p-value Neutral (N) Non-neutral (N) p-value
Female 1.69 226 33
Male 1.12 <0001 139 6 0.005°
* Statistically significant (p<0.05) — Mann-Whitney Test
Table 2. Relation between symptoms/voice quality and age/time in the function
Symptoms Voice quality
Age Average N p-value Neutral Non-neutral p-value
18 to 25 1.47 136 120 16
26 to 30 1.43 108 102 6
31to 35 1.44 66 0.805 62 4 0.139
36 to 40 144 48 43 5
over 41 1.8 46 38 8
Time (years) in the function Average N p-value Neutral Non-neutral p-value
upto 1.41 109 100 9
1.1t03 1.38 149 134 15
3.1to5 1.77 56 0.157 51 5 0.13
5.1to 10 1.38 58 55 3
over 10 1.94 32 25 7

Kruskal-Wallys and Chi-Square tests (p<0.05)

ble 2). Therefore, the results show that there is neither higher
frequency of vocal symptoms, nor greater number of altered
voices in workers with a more advanced age or with longer
time in the function.

The results also show the comparison between the amount
of reported symptoms and data from the perceptual assessment
of voice (Table 3).

It is observed that employees with voices considered neu-
tral have lower number of vocal symptoms than employees
with voices considered non-neutral, with statistical tendency
for differences between the groups. However, there was no
relation between the number of symptoms and the degree of
voice disorder of employees with non-neutral voice quality.
Thus, operators with mild and moderate degree of voice di-
sorder have similar amount of voice symptoms.

We also obtained correlations of data on perceptual as-
sessment. The parameter voice quality (with the degree of
disorder) was related to the parameters pitch, loudness and
resonance (Table 4).

Regarding the comparison between pitch and resonance,
we observed that most of the 39 employees with non-neutral
voice quality had pharyngolaryngeal resonance and more
than half had low pitch. The table also shows that most of the
operators with moderate degree of voice disorder had high
loudness, which was not observed with operators with mild
degree of disorder.

DISCUSSION

The first studies involving teleservice operators focused
on the analysis of the vocal profile of this population®>8!D,
However, this segment has expanded the market for speech

Table 3. Relation between the average number of symptoms and voice
quality/degree of disorder

Symptoms

Voice quality Average p-value
Neutral 1.41

0.002*
Non-neutral 2.21
Degree of disorder Average p-value
Mild 2.41

0.421
Moderate 1.75

* Statistically significant (p<0.05) — Mann-Whitney Test

therapists and it is important to develop further research so that
we can work more properly with these workers.

Some of the results with significant difference in this study
corroborate the literature. Women had more symptoms and thus
more voice disorders than men"'?. However, it is important to
say that this data is also related to women’s predisposition to
develop lesions due to physiological posterior triangular gap®®.

The number of symptoms reported by operators is lower
than the numbers indicated in other studies, as well as the
number of altered vocal assessments”?. The results for this
kind of investigation may vary greatly due to the various types
of teleservice operations, with different requirements, environ-
mental conditions and risk factors for occupational health. We
must consider that the results of this study reflect the profile of
teleservice operators working in companies-owned call centers
and with career plan.

Operators with voice disorders have more symptoms than
operators with no disorders. Still, the average of symptoms
for both genders was low when compared to the average of
the general population, which may suggest that the operator
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Table 4. Relationship between voice quality and pitch/resonance and
between degree of voice disorder and loudness

Voice quality
Resonance Non-neutral Neutral p-value
n n
Balanced 2 353
Laryngopharyngeal 34 4
Hyponasal 2 <0.001%
Hypernasal 1 1
Voice quality
Pitch Non-neutral Neutral p-value
n n
Normal 17 344
Low 21 19 <0.001*
High 1 1
Degree of voice disorder
Loudness Mild Moderate p-value
n n
Normal 24 8
Low 0 3 <0.026*
High 3 1

* Statistically significant (p<0.05) — Chi-Square Test

needs a tougher vocal tract and a balanced vocal production
to stay longer in the function/position.

People with more time in the function did not show in-
creased symptoms or voice disorders than operators with less
time. These results are different when compared to a study
relating admission and periodic vocal evaluations of teleservice
operators”. The authors, however, have investigated the entire
population of teleservice operators met at an occupational
medicine company, with very diverse profiles.

The fact that older operators with more time in the function
do not have increased voice symptoms may be considered a
very important factor for them to keep their jobs for a long
period of time. This allows us to discuss the work on teleser-
vice, which has been regarded as a temporary job and now
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seems to be providing opportunities for professional growth.

Regarding the perceptual assessment, operators with non-
neutral voice quality had increased loudness, pharyngolaryn-
geal resonance and low pitch. These perceptual characteristics
can provide important data on possible candidates do develop
voice disorders, and should be considered during the speech
therapist evaluation, even though there is not a change in voice
quality itself.

The perceptual data reinforce the importance of research
to identify characteristics which may be precursors of future
vocal problems, such as the study that found there is an increase
in fundamental frequency of voice during the operator’s work
day. This may suggest an increased laryngeal tension, a risk
factor to develop dysphonia®”. The positive relation among the
variables (resonance and pitch x voice quality and loudness x
degree of disorder) allows us to infer that isolated changes of
these parameters could be precursors of voice problems. Ac-
cordingly, early identification could be crucial to maintaining
vocal health of operators.

CONCLUSION

Teleservice operators of bank institutions with owned call
centers have low occurrence of symptoms and voice disorders.
There is no relation between advancing age and increasing time
in the function with increased rates of symptoms and voice
disorders. Operators with non-neutral voice quality (altered)
have a higher number of vocal symptoms. Changes in pitch,
loudness and resonance are related to changes in voice quality.

The results support the inference that the perceptual data
may be important to identify possible candidates to develop
vocal problems throughout their professional careers. For
confirming such hypothesis, further research is needed, with
better controlled variables and with data regarding the diag-
nosis of voice disorders of the operators. The present study
shows different results compared to other studies, fact that
reinforces the idea that the workplace may play a crucial role in
the development of symptoms and voice disorders. Therefore,
teleservice operators must be evaluated on their differences
and diversities, so that we can have a more accurate diagnosis
of these workers.
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RESUMO

Objetivo: Relacionar dados referentes a género, idade e tempo na fungdo com os sintomas vocais e os resultados da avaliacao vocal
de operadores de telesservicos. Métodos: Foi realizada andlise retrospectiva e quantitativa de 404 prontudrios referentes a avalia-
¢oes periddicas de funciondrios de instituicdes bancdrias com centrais proprias constantes no arquivo de uma empresa de medicina
ocupacional, 259 mulheres, 145 homens, com idades entre 18 e 53 anos (média 30,48). O estudo teve carater exploratério descritivo.
Resultados: Mulheres apresentam maior quantidade de sintomas vocais (média 1,69) e alteracdo de voz (n=33; 12,7%) do que ho-
mens (média 1,12 e n=6; 4,1%). Nao houve diferenca entre quantidade de sintomas vocais e dados da avaliacdo perceptivo-auditiva
quando relacionados a faixa etdria e tempo na fun¢ao. Funciondrios com vozes neutras (n=365; 90,35%) apresentaram menor nimero
de sintomas (1,41) que funciondrios com vozes nao neutras (n=39, 9,65%, média 2,21). Dos 39 funciondrios com qualidade vocal
ndo-neutra, 34 (87,2%) apresentaram ressondncia laringo-faringea e 21 (53,8%) apresentaram pitch agravado. Operadores com alte-
ragdo vocal de grau moderado (n=12; 2,97%) apresentaram maior ocorréncia de loudness aumentada em relagio aos operadores com
alteracdo discreta. Conclusao: Mulheres apresentam maiores indices de sintomas e alterac@o de voz. Nao ha relagdo entre o avanco
da idade e maior tempo na fung¢do do teleoperador com o aumento do nimero de sintomas e alteragdes vocais. Alteracoes de pitch,

loudness e ressonancia tém relacdo com alteragdes de qualidade vocal.
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Descritores: Voz; Qualidade da voz; Distiirbios da voz; Doencas profissionais; Servigos de atendimento

REFERENCES

1.

10.

11.

Brasil. Ministério do Trabalho e Emprego. Secretaria de Inspegdo
do Trabalho. Norma Regulamentadora 17. Anexo II. Trabalho em
Teleatendimento/Telemarketing. Didrio Oficial da Unido. 2007, Edigdo

hébitos e sintomas vocais. Rev Soc Bras Fonoaudiol. 2008;13(4):307-15.
Vilkman E. Occupational safety and health aspects of voice and speech
professions. Folia Phoniatr Logop. 2004;56(4):220-53.

Vilela LVO, Assuncdo AA. Os mecanismos de controle da atividade
no setor de teleatendimento e as queixas de cansago e esgotamento
dos trabalhadores. Cad Satide Piiblica = Rep Public Health.
2004;20(4):1069-78.

. Rantala L, Vilkman E, Bloigu R. Voice changes during work: subjective

complaints and objective measurements for female primary and
secondary schoolteachers. J Voice. 2002;16(3):344-55.

n° 63 de 02/04/2007. 13. Ramalho CC, Arruda FAAM, Sato L, Hamilton LFT. Viver na baia:
. Associacdo Brasileira de Telesservigos. Global Call Center Industry dimensdes psicossociais da satde e do controle no trabalho de

Project [Internet]. [cited 2009 Jul 20]. Available from : http://www.abt. teleatendimento. Cad Psicol Soc Trab. 2008;11(1):19-39.

org.br/. 14. Claro MMF, Cruz RM, Sartorelli JB. Diagndstico do trabalho e
. Algodoal MJAO. Voz profissional: o operador de telemarketing repercussoes sobre a satde dos trabalhadores de centrais telefonicas.

[dissertac@o]. Sao Paulo: Pontificia Universidade Catdlica de Sdo Paulo; Psicol Argum. 2003;21(33):55-60.

1995. 15. Lehto L, Rantala L, Vilkman E, Alku P, Bickstrom T. Experiences of
. Gilardi L, Fubini L, d’Errico A, Falcone U, Mamo C, Migliardi A, et al. a short vocal training course for call-centre customer service advisors.

[Working conditions and health problems among call-centre operators: Folia Phoniatr Logop. 2003;55(4):163-76.

a study on self-reported data in the Piedmont Region (Italy)]. Med Lav. 16. Lehto L, Alku P, Béckstrom T, Vilkman E. Voice symptoms of call-

2008;99(6):415-23. Italian. centre customer service advises experienced during a work-day and
. Raize T, Algodoal J, Oliveira S, Borrego MC, Antunes A. Andlise da effects of a short vocal training course. Logoped Phoniatr Vocol.

auto-percepcdo vocal e de sinais e sintomas vocais em teleoperadores. 2005;30(1):14-27.

In: II Encontro Nacional do Departamento de Voz da Sociedade 17. Oliveira AG, Behlau M, Gouveia N. Vocal symptoms in telemarketers: a

Brasileira de Fonoaudiologia. Sdo Paulo, Jun 29-30, 2007. random and controlled field trial. Folia Phoniatr Logop. 2009;61(2):76-
. Bertachini L, Cortes LS, Venites JP. A fonoaudiologia no telemarketing 82.

ativo e receptivo: a efetividade de um programa de promocao da satde 18. Moreira-Ferreira AE. Recursos de expressividade oral e linguistico-

vocal. Cad Fac Integr Sdo Camilo. 2000;6(1):13-28. discursivos de operadores de telemarketing: relagdo com a sensagio
. Lourenco L, Ribeiro R. Perfil de atendimentos fonoaudioldgicos em gerada em provaveis clientes e o desempenho profissional [dissertacdo].

empresa de saide ocupacional com foco em profissionais da voz. In: 11 Sdo Paulo: Pontificia Universidade Catdlica de Sdo Paulo; 2007.

Encontro Nacional do Departamento de Voz da Sociedade Brasileira de 19. Ortiz E, Costa EA, Spina AL, Crespo AN. Proposta de modelo de

Fonoaudiologia. Sao Paulo, Jun 29-30, 2007. atendimento multidisciplinar para disfonias relacionadas ao trabalho:
. Jones K, Sigmon J, Hock L, Nelson E, Sullivan M, Ogren F. Prevalence estudo preliminar. Rev Bras Otorrinolaringolol. 2004;70(5):590-6.

and risk factors for voice problems among telemarketers. Arch 20. Pontes P, Behlau M, Kyrillos L. Glottic configurations and glottic

Otolaryngol Head Neck Surg. 2002;128(5):571-7. proportion: an attempt to understand the posterior triangular glottic
. Ferreira LP, Akutsu CM, Luciano P, Viviano NDAG. Condi¢oes de chink. Rev Otol Rhinol Laryngol (Bord). 1994;115(4):261-6.

produgdo vocal de teleoperadores: relacdo entre questdes de satde, 21. Lehto L, Laaksonen L, Vilkman E, Alku P. Changes in objective acoustic

measurements and subjective voice complaints in call center customer-
service advisors during one working day. J Voice. 2008;22(2):164-77.

Rev Soc Bras Fonoaudiol. 2011;16(1):59-63



